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C ast your mind back just over a year to the last World Economic Forum in Davos. The snow is glistening on the 
mountaintop, Covid-19 is not yet front page news even though Wuhan has been locked down, and there is one big 
story in the Swiss town where global leaders are meeting: Donald v Greta. 


| spent most of that week trudging around the snow in a vain attempt to get footage of the US president meeting the 
environmental activist. After hours of waiting in the right spot at the right time | finally had a chance to lob a question 
at the most powerful man in the world, and what did | ask him? "What's your message for Greta?" 


Reader, | know. But you can see why everyone made such a big thing about them being in the same place at the 
same time. Donald Trump and Greta Thunberg came to stand for the two polar opposites in the climate change 
debate: old man v young girl, sceptic v activist, greed v good. 


Yet for all their differences Trump and Thunberg have one important thing in common: an essentially apocalyptic 
vision of the world. For Trump it was "American carnage", as he put it in his staggeringly depressing inauguration 
speech. However, Thunberg's outlook is similarly bleak: unless the world abandons its "fairytales of eternal 
economic growth", she says it is doomed to environmental destruction. 


And if you start from the position that humankind has brought this on itself, then perhaps it's somewhat fitting, 
somewhat karmic, to believe that the only way out of it is suffering or sacrifice or both. As it happens, this vision, all 
fire and brimstone and Old Testament, needn't be the only way out - or so says Bill Gates in his new book, How to 
Avoid a Climate Disaster. 


Gates, the co-founder of Microsoft and his charitable foundation, is, rather like Davos, one of those institutions 
about which you have probably already made up your mind. And if you are an Extinction Rebellion devotee, you 
probably won't love this book. Far from embracing the trendy idea that the only route out of this is "degrowth" and 
the end of capitalism, Gates takes what is fast becoming the most controversial of all paths: pragmatism. 
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You see, while growing less and consuming less might sound rather attractive to the middle-class residents of high- 
income countries who already have most of what they need, it certainly doesn't work for the rest of the planet. This 
has always been the great problem with those environmentalists' calls for an end to economic growth: for the most 
part it is others who would suffer the consequences. How ironic that this message, writ large in this book, has to be 
delivered by one of the world's wealthiest men. 


Here is a useful way of conceptualising it in terms not of gross domestic product, but something more tangible: 
steel. Even if you believe we can electrify this country and reach net zero carbon emissions by the middle of this 
century there is no conceivable way we could get there without steel. Steel for electric cars; steel for high-speed 
trains; steel for those new, efficient homes we need to build; steel for wind turbines. And while we may eventually 
devise a way to make steel in vast quantities without using coal and emitting a lot of greenhouse gases, we are 
some way off that right now. 


As of this moment the average person in western economies has about 15 tonnes of steel in their lives - in your car, 
your house, your workplace, in the public transport, hospitals and schools you benefit from. That 15 tonnes is a 
pretty good yardstick for a western standard of life. 


Now consider that in China the average steel per capita is less than half that at 6.5 tonnes and the average in most 
of Africa is less than one tonne. Let's say we find a way of living more frugally and stop our per capita share from 
growing beyond 15 tonnes. Let's say we manage to persuade the rest of the world to aim for, say, half our number. 
That would still involve forging considerably more steel than has been made since mass production began in the 
Industrial Revolution. 


You get the idea. When confronted with a problem such as climate change, it is tempting to reach for simple 
solutions (electric cars and solar power) or to ignore the fact that for most of the world economic growth is not a 
luxury, but a salvation from hunger and ill-health. The reality is far more complicated. 


Gates's book is gratifyingly free of such delusions. As he points out, one of the trickiest things about eliminating 
greenhouse gas emissions is that far more of them come from industrial processes like the making of steel, cement 
or plastic than from generating electricity or driving cars or flying planes. Saving the planet isn't just about building 
more wind turbines or recycling more, but finding ways of making concrete and building homes without pumping 
more carbon into the atmosphere - or finding a way of sucking that carbon back out again. 


While How to Avoid a Climate Disaster covers most of the scary stuff in its first chapter, actually it is mostly 
concerned with solutions rather than problems. This already marks it out as something of an outlier within 
environmental literature, much of which leans towards the apocalyptic, from Rachel Carson's Silent Spring in the 
1960s to David Wallace-Wells's The Uninhabitable Earth a couple of years ago. Yet solutions are what we need 
right now and if you're after an approachable book about what needs to happen next, this is a great place to start. 


There are five overarching messages. The first is that it is possible to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to a net 
level of zero, limiting the impact of climate change, if not eliminating it. The second is that getting to net zero is not 
the same as getting to zero. We will almost certainly be unable to eliminate all emissions, but by removing carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere through carbon capture technologies we might be able to suck in the equivalent gases 
we pump out. 


The problem is that we have yet to master industrial-scale carbon capture, which brings us to the third overarching 
message: we don't yet have all the technologies we need to get to net zero. Zero carbon steel, zero carbon 
hydrogen and zero carbon concrete or, for that matter, nuclear fusion. Many of these technologies remain 
frustratingly elusive; then again this time last year no one had ever devised a vaccine for a coronavirus and most 
assumed that doing so would take years rather than months. 


Four: this is an effort that must be battled on multiple fronts; everything from transit to urbanisation to agriculture will 
need to change, though again this needn't be couched in terms of sacrifice. Five: there is no point in deluding 
ourselves about the scale of the challenge. Right now there is no other way of powering the world as efficiently in 
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terms of space, materials and construction cost than fossil fuels. In a world where oil is cheaper per litre than a soft 
drink, this will be costly process. 


Gates's book does not hold all the answers, nor is it everyone's cup of tea. It reads at times like an investment 
prospectus for some of the companies and technologies in the climate field, which figures, given that investing in 
those firms is precisely what Gates does. Then again, it also contains some astonishing revelations. For instance: 
"If enough pieces come together, plastics could one day become a carbon sink - a way to remove carbon rather 
than emit it." That's right: it's plausible that we could take carbon out of the air and put it into plastic, with the upshot 
that those plastic bottles we are often told are ruining the planet could end up saving it. 


For those who wonder whether there is a way of addressing climate change that doesn't involve biblical sacrifice 
and suffering, this is a worthwhile place to start. After all, this is a crisis, but it is one we can invest and engineer our 
way out of without inflicting unnecessary damage on those unable to afford it. It's time to get on with it. 


Greta Thunberg and Donald Trump both share an apocalyptic vision of the world His message is that it is possible 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to net zero 
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